INTRODUCTION
Investment in human capital in terms of returns to education is considered a crucial factor that contributes to the remarkable economic growth in the rapidly developing countries like Malaysia. Not surprisingly, returns to education have a significant impact on individual earnings and are one of the main determinants of the earnings differential between the self-employed and employed sectors which can be measured by using the rates of return (ROR). The ROR is the profitability of the educational investment which is estimated in terms of future benefits as compared to the cost of schooling [Woodhall (1995) ]. Pursuing this issue, several studies on returns to education have been conducted in Malaysia since the 1980s [Blau (1986); Psacharopoulos (1986) ; Soon (1987) ; Demery and Chesher (1993); Mazumdar (1994) ]. Nevertheless, none of these studies has focused on the returns to education for the self-employed and employed sectors of the rural Malay community in Malaysia. Consequently, an attempt is made here to examine the hypothesis that returns to education do not differ between the self-employed and employed sectors in the rural Malay area. It is also attempted to estimate the private ROR in the area as well as to relate this matter to poverty alleviation strategies in the society.
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RESULTS
The results of the estimated earnings function are presented in Table 2 . The main finding (OLS parameter shift) accepts the hypothesis that returns to education (variables) on the whole do not differ between the self-employed and employed sectors in the rural Malay society. This means that there is no significant difference between the self-employed and employed sectors. The reason why returns to education do not differ is that the Dsector is not significant at the 5 percent level. Moreover, the variables Secpry, Secdry, Sechlth, Secexp, and Secexpsq are not significant at the 5 percent level, indicating that returns to education (variables) do not differ between sectors. The other significant finding is that the private ROR 1 increase from primary level (12.7 percent) to secondary level (14.2 percent). However, the ROR show a slight decline when they reach the university level (13.5 percent), probably due to the fact of the higher cost of education at this level. Generally, this demonstrates that there is a strong relationship between the level of education and the earnings, which suggests that educational attainment is the determinant of earnings function in the rural Malay areas. In addition, it also suggests that investment in education is rewarding especially in terms of the individual perspective, particularly with respect to reducing poverty in the research area.
COMPARISON WITH PREVIOUS STUDIES
Interestingly, this finding is quite similar to that of the study by Demery and Chesher (1993) , which also finds that returns to education do not differ between the self-employed and employed sectors among the male Chinese in Malaysia. The main difference is that we focused on the rural Malay area, while Demery and Chesher (1993) concentrated on the urban Chinese area. However, Blau (1986) concluded that both rural self-employed men and women have earnings close to those of the employed sector. Furthermore, he indicated that education contributes relatively little explanation of earnings differences among employees, which is quite comparable to our findings. Unlike in our case study, the difference is that he included the plural community of the rural-urban population of the Malays, Chinese, and Indians in Malaysia. On the other hand, Soon (1987) concluded that the schooling coefficient was significantly lower for the self-employed workers than for the wage employed, and the two groups have different earnings structures. He also noticed that the selfemployed were mainly related to the managerial activity, but this is not completely in line with our studies of the rubber plantations in the rural Malay area. In the same field of study, Mazumdar (1994) also revealed that rates of return to education differ between the self-employed and employed sectors in which the returns of the selfemployed are generally lower than those of the employed sector. While Psacharopoulos (1986) did not highlight the earnings differential between the two sectors, it was not comparable to this study. Nevertheless, in terms of estimation of ROR, our finding corroborates Bennell's study (1995) , that returns to education are the highest at the secondary level. Above all, the differences of these findings could be attributed to the differences in data, time, locality (rural area), approach to the issue, and methodologies. In fact, this is probably the first study which gives an assessment relating to investment in education in the area.
CONCLUSION AND POLICY IMPLICATION
In addressing this issue, the main findings reveal that returns to education as a whole do not differ between the self-employed and employed sectors in the rural Malay society, due to Dsector being insignificant. As there is no significant difference between the self-employed and employed sectors, this implies that differences in personal characteristics can not be attributed to the earnings differences between those two sectors as a whole. Furthermore, since there is no obvious difference (inequality) that occurs between these sectors, future policies should consider assisting both sectors in terms of poverty alleviation programmes in the rural Malay areas; for example, government educational aid should be given to both sectors. However, priority may be given to the self-employed sector as it is formed by the majority of the poor in the study area. Finally, the Government should consider focusing on investment in Secondary Education instead of Primary Education, especially for the future generation. The former would yield more ROR (14.2 percent) than Primary Education (12.7 percent), and would help further reduce the rural Malay poverty problem in the research area.
